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ABSTRACT

The potential impact of distance (organizational, physical,

I;social and personal) and contact possibilities (as constrained by

organization, department and workgroup size) are examined in

relation to a communication model linking focal person communi-

cation style, credibility and consequences for colleagues. Also

c~onsidered is the potential impact of such factors on the tendency

to use a particular medium of communication (written, face to face,

group meeting, telephone) and subject of communication (immediate

job/task related, other organizational related, or personal/social).

A factor analysis of items pe'rtaining to the potential to

interact reveals seven relatively clear factors. When incorporatedI

inn. a path analytical examination of a communication model,,two

fact~ors (formal communication - use of written versus face-to-face

medium; familiarity due to frequency of contact:) emerge as contributing

components to the model.



FACTORS INFLUENCING COMMUNICATION STYLE"i
ITS CREDIBILITY AND IMPACT

Bernard M. Bass Rudi Klauss
State University of Syracuse University
New York at Binghamton

John J. DeMarco
Syracuse University

Preceding reports (Klauss, 1977 a; 1977 b; Klauss, Bass & DeMarco,

1977) have verified the reliability, validity, and linkages among 13 scales

for assessing individual differences in styles of communications and credi-

bility. As trimmed by path analyses, the two-stage model for determining the

satisfaction of colleagues with their focal person suggests that colleagues are

satisfied with a. focal person judged by them to be trustworthy and informative.

In turn, for a focal person to be judged by colleagues as trustworthy depends on

he or she being seen as "open and two-way", a careful listener and informal in

style. To be judged informative depends on being seen as a careful transmitter and

as frank and brief. Corresponding patterns relate style and credibility to

role clarity and the effectiveness of relations between focal person and

colleagues.

The present report backs up one more step and asks how the communi-

cation style, credibility and impact of a focal person on his or her col-

leagues are affected by other factors influencing the potential for interaction,

such as the distance between them physically, organizationally, personally,

socially and sociologically (See Figure 1). Moreover, we shall try to see

here whether the linkages are direct .or indirect. For example, the physical

distance between focal persons and their colleagues may directly impact on the

style of communication. Or, physical distance may affect the tendency to use

one medium of communication rather than another, say the telephone rather

than face--to-face comaunication. This greater use of the telephone in turn

may impact, say~on the extent the focal person is judged to be a careful listener,
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and hence, trustworthy. Again, organizational rather than physical distance

may result in more written rather than verbal interchanges reducing the likelihood

of being judged as frank, and hence, informative.

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

Bass (1960) reviewed what was known then about the general tendencies

to interact as a function of physical, psychological and social distance among

V individuals. Singled out for attention in predicting the likelihood that

that two individuals would interact were: group size, geographical proximity,

social proximity, contact opportunity, intimacy and familiarity, mutuality

of esteemi and attraction,and homogeneity in abilities and attitudes. The

tendency to interact, "interaction potential,"' was seen by Bass to affect the

effectiveness of working relations between individuals. Monge and Kirste

(1975) extended the examiniation of proximity as a time-and-space opportunity,

again showing its positive association with the potential to interact and

satisfaction with the interaction.

While these above variables are conceptually related, they are never-

theless empirically distinct. In the present study we consider a number of

these variables and have organized them for purposes of examination into

two sets: variables telating to notions of distance (physical, organizational,

personal, and social); variables relating to the potential for contact

(contact possibilities) as influenced by the number of people in a focal

person's work surroundings. Of particular interest is the extent to which

these variables relate to the medium of communication used, the content

of such interchange, and, in turn,the medium and content impact on commu-

nication style, its credibility and its consequences.
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METHOD

A total of 577 civilian employees of the Naval Materiel Command completed

an anonymous survey describing their own location in the organization. The

survey covered the style, credibility and impact of a selected focal person's

communications on them. The rate of return of the questionnaires was overI

80%. A variety of physical and non-physical measures of distance between

focal person and colleagues were extracted. Other measures dealt with how

Q.&ten the communications between focal person and colleagues employed

different media and were about different kinds of content.

Measures of Distance

Organizational Distance. This measure was operationalized as the

number of levels in the organization separating the focal person's position

from that of the responding colleague. Thirty-five percent of the colleagues

were at the saue level as the focal person they described. In 49% of the

cases, the focal person was the immediate superior or immediate subordinate

of the colleague. In 16% of the cases, the focal person was higher up or

lower down than the colleague. Of the 577 cases, 16 were described as

"lout of the organization" and w~ere omitted from thia analysis cf organizational

distance.

Physical Distance. The colleague responldents' estimate of distance

between their desk or work, space and that of their focal person

provided the measure of physical distance. Sixty-six per cent of

colleagues were close - within 100 feet of the focal person; 17%

were over 100 feet, but on the same floor; 11% were on different floors, but

N the same building; and 6% were in different buildings.

Personal Distance. This was measured by the responses to three questions.

The first question asked about familiarity. "How well do you know the focal

0 ý,:1
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person?" Responses were as follows: 1. A little (5%); 2. Some (28%); 3.

Considerable (48%); 4. Very much (19%) and 5. Completely (11).

The second question asked about length of acquaintanceP-h.ap. "How long

have you been associated with the focal person?" Responses were as follows:

1. Under 6 months (9%); 2. 6 months to a year (11%) 3. 1-2 years (25%) and

4. Over 2 years (56%).

The third question asked: "How often do you interact with the focal

person during a typical week?" Responses were as follows: i. Once in a

while (10%); 2. Sometimes (17%); 3. Fairly many times (24%); 4. Very :1

frequently (32%) and 5. Continually (18%). (The alternatives were based

on Bass, Cascio, and O'Connor's (1974) magnitude estimation scales of

intensity and extensivity.)

Personal distance between focal person and colleagues were deemed greater

with less familiarity, acquaintanceship and frequency of contact between then.

Social'distance. Cm-uwnication patterns were also thought to be affected I
by the "social distance" between focal person and colleague, i.e., their

difference in age, sex, and years of education. Analysis of age difference

indicated that 32% of colleagues were the same age as the focal person they

described, 30% were a year apart, 19% were two years apart; 9% were

3 years apart, while the remaining 9% were 4 to 7 years apart. (This small

range of differences in age reduced the likelihood that much effect would

be observed.)

In looking at sex differences, 79% of colleagues were the same sex as

the focal person they described, while 21% were of the opposite sex.

As with a,.e difference, educational difference between most colleagues

and focal persons was not large. The median difference was 1,2 years, Only

10% were four to nine years apart.

• Percentages may not add to one hunderd due to rounding.

'~ ~'*'~*"*,* *.***,-~- . 7
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Measures of Contact Possibilities

Four measures of the size of collectivities in which the focal person

was located in time and space were obtained: 1) The size of his or her

department- 2) The size of his or her workgroup; 3) The number of persons

reporting directly to the focal person; and 4) mobility -- the number of

promotions, transfers and demotions during the past four years of the focal

person. We deemed these four measures as indicative of the ccntact possi-

bilities of the individual focal person. At a given point in time the

more contact possibilities of a focal person, the less likely he ot she would

le. to contact a designated colleague. (If I have "connections" with 15

people, I can contact a specific one of them more easily and frequently than

if I have "connections" with 150 people.)

The median departmental size of focal persons was 30.0. The median

workgroup size was 8.2. The frequencies for the number of persons directly

reporting to a focal person were distributed as follows: 0. 33%: 1-5. 47%;

6710. 12Z.-, 11-15, 4%: 16-20. 1%. more than 20. 3%.

As for mobility, thirty-three percent of the 577 respondents had not

changed positions at all in four years; 36% had experienced one change;

17%, two changes; 12%, three changes; and 1%, four changes in position.

Medium

Which medium was used to communicate was obtained by asking colleagues

to indicate what percentages of the total 100% of communications they received

from their focal person were in a particular mode. For the 515 respondents,

mean usage was as follows: 14%, written; 55%, face-to-face alone;

22%, in a group; and 6% by telephone.

I| i
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Subj ec t

What the subjects of the communications were obtained by asking

colleagues to indicate the percentages of the total 100% received from their

focal person which dealt with each of three topics: job, organizational; personal/

social. Mean distribution was as follows: 65%, immediate job/task related;

14%, other organizational related; 19%, personal or social.

Communication Style, Credibility and Consequences

These 13 scores were derived from colleagues' ratings of 63 items of

behavior about a focal person. Table 1 lists the variables, their mean-:

coefficient alpha reliabilities and convergent validities for the sample of

577 Navy civilian professionals. (1 - Low; 9 - High)

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HZRE

For more details concerning these 13 variables, see (Klauss, 1976 a, b).

RESULTS

Interrelations Among Measures of Distance, Contact, Medium and Subject

Table 2 shows the intercorrelations among the 19 variables considered.

Those significant at the 1 percent level of confidence are in italics (r - .11).

The relatively few non-artifactual correlations of consequence will be discussed

in the context of a factor analysis.

Factor Analysis

Table 3 shows the varima& rotated factor structure of these variables.

In performing this analysis one of the four media (% group) was omitted in

order to eliminate artifactual negative relations that derive from a forced

addition to 100% for the four variables. Similarly, since the three subjects

of communication added to 100%, the two non-job related variables (% organizational

and % personal/social were omitted from the factor analysis.

_ _ . . _• m~laa "
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The Factors

Seven reasonably clear factors emerged for this sample. It should be clear

that the factor structure is one which may be specific to this sample and organi-

zation. Different configurations may appear in other organizations. Only

empirical study can Lell. When all factors with eigenvalues above 1.0 were

accepted, they accounted for 63.5 percent of the variance common to the 16

variables of the correlation matrix. Over 25 iterations were required in

achieving solution of the varimax rotation. The factors and the percent of the

ccamon variance (shown in parenthesis) they accounted for were as follows:

I. % Distant Communications (12.3%)

.86 % Telephone

.74 % Physical distance

This was a fairly obvious after-the-fact fallout. This dimension measures

the extent colleagues communicate more often by telephone with their focal

person and work further apart in physical distance.

II. % Formal Communications (10.9%)

.86 % Written

.17 Organizational distance
-. 57 % Face to face alone

This factor measures the tendency to write memos rather than meet face-

to-face. It is slightly associated with organizational, but not physical

distance.

One telephones foQdl persons who are at the same organizational level,

but physically distant; one sends memos to persons at different organizational

levels.

III. Familiarity due to Length of Acquaintanceship (10.1%)

.66 Length of acquaintanceship

.54 Familiarity
-. 20 Mobility

Familiarity i1 due to one of two separate and distinct reasons: length

of acquaintanceship or frequency of contact. Factor III measures what is

due to length of acquaintanceship. Factor VI measures how much is due to
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frequency of contact. Mobile focal persons were somewhat less likely, as

might be expected, to have long acquaintanceships with colleagues.

IV. Social Distance (8.9%)

.52 Sex difference

.47 Education difference

.40 Age difference

.19 Number of persons reporting

.18 Organizational distance

Despite the small extent of the sex, education and age differences between

focal persons and colleagues, the three differences clustered together in this

t sample. The resultant factor, IV, measured the combined effect of the three

differences. One can readily imagine the typical high factor sce~re generated

by a younger, less educated female colleague lower in the organization

describing an older, more educated male focai perGn. Colleague-focal person

distance weuld also be likely to be higher. In addition, most probably, the

older, better educated male would be at a higher organizational level.

V. Contact Potential (7.7%)

.64 Mobility

.43 Work group size

.24 Number of persons reporting

.22 Organizational distauxce

This factor measures the extent focal persons have an organizational

space-time pattern containing a large number of persons. It measures

whether they have moved around a lot in the organization during the past

few years, currently are in a large organization, and have many persons

reporting to them. Each of these variables leads to less potential to

contact a specific colleague since the focal person high in mobility, work-

group size and numbers reporting to him or her has so many more colleagues

which may be contacted, that his likeliho,ld of contacting any one of them is

lower. And consistent wich this, there is less likely to be contact when the

focal person and colleague are more apart in organizational level.
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Actual frequency of contact did not load on this factor, surprisingly, so

we have here only an unrelated potential of the focal person to contact a

designated colleague.

VI. Familiarit due to Frequency of Interaction (7.0%)

.68 Frequency of interaction

.55 Familiarity

This factor has already been discussed when we looked at Factor III.

VII. % Formal Subject (6.7%)

.61 % Job-related

.33 % Written

.29 Organizational distance

This factor measures the extent communications between focal person and

colleagues are formal; i.e,, they are about the Job, not personal, social or

organizational; they are in writing, not face-to-face or in groups. Such

formality is more likely where focal persons and colleagues are apart in

organizationlal level.

Given the results presented, we conclude that while it is uncommon to

dv.pend on the telephone in chis sample, one does so as a matter of physical

distance. It becomes most likely for colleagues and focal persons who are

physically separated. Such physical distance also tends to reduce face-to-face

communication, increases to some extent with the organiz~ational distance between

colleagues and focal person.

In this sample, the same colleague-focal person pairs who differ in age are

also likely to differ in sex and education and this again is not likely if the pair

is apart organizationally.

Colleagues reported themselves' to be familiar with focal persons for one of

two completely independent reasons: they either had frequent contact with focal

persons during the work week or they, had been acquainted with the focal person

for a long time. Familiarity due to frequent contact was slightly less
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likely if the focal person was physically distant from the colleague. Familiarity

due to such long-term acquaintanceship was less likely if the focal person waa

highly mobile.

The highly mobile focal person was also more likely to be in a larger

work-group, have more persons reporting to him and be organizationally at a

distance from the colleague, all counting to reduce the contact possibilities

or interaction potential between focal person and colleague.

Job-related communications were more likely to be written or face-to-face

rather than be telephone and more common between organizationally distant

focal persons and colleagues.

In addition to these above patterns which emerged from the factor analysis,

correlations of the seven factors with the 13 variables in the communication

model were also calculated. In performing the correlational analysis, scale

scores were initially calculated for each factor by weighting specific i.tems

Included in a scale by their factor loadings for that scale. Particular itemsI utilized for each scale are underlined in Table 3. The results of this analysis
along with correlations of individual items with the 13 communication model

variables are reported in Tables 4, 5 and 6.

As can be seen from an examination of these tables, the correlation

coefficients were generally low and nonsignificant for individual items as well

as for :actor scores. Among the seven derived factors, however, two factors

(familiarity due to length of acquaintanceship, and famiiliarity dike to interaction

frequency) did consistently yield significant (through relatively low) coefficents.

Thus, familiarity due to length of acquaintanceship was significantly related to

the three credibility dimensions (Table 5) and to satisfaction with focal person

and effectiveness of relations (Table 6>.. The same (but slightly stronger) set of

relationships held for familiarity due to interaction frequency, except that this

factor score was also significantly related to open, two way communication (Table 4).



Path Analysis

In addition to the above analyses, a path analysis was also performed,

utilizing the factors derived from the factor analysis reported in Table 3.

The basic model examined is that which was proposed earlier in thisI

report. In effect, we wanted to look at how the seven empirical factors we

obtained related to the basic communication model underlying our research.

In performing this analysis, paths were eliminated w~here path coefficients

were less than .15. The results of this analysis are presented in Figure 2.

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE,

Two of the seven factors included in the analysis wewre retained, applying the

rcriterion mentioned above. Formal communication (use of written versus

face-to-face medium) was directly linked to role clarity (beta - .15). The

second variable, familiarity due to frequency of contact (how frequently

colleague and focal person interact on a weekly basis, how well colleague

knows the person), was linked to open and two way communication (beta -. 16).

Both of these linkages are intuitively logical. The first link fits well with

the dictum if you want to promote role clarity, "put It in writing," The

secrind link suggests that the tendency for two way commiunication is directly

promoted by increas'%ng contacts between focal persons and colleagues.

isath is perhaps more important in terms of our original orientation, however,

istefact that subs-equent research can remain simpler becoiiae none of the other

five factors were retained in the path diagram in the path diagra~m. This result

suggests preliminarily that these factors are not particularly central to

furthering our understanding of the operation of the variables included in our

original communication model. On the other hand, the possibility remains that

F while theoretically and empirically measurable, the measures of the factors

utilized in this study were not sufficiently sensitive to capture the essence of

the constructs we were attempting to assess. For example, sex, age and education
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were generally close among our focal persons and colleagues. Physical distances

were small as a whole. We did not at all capture information pertaining to

barriers that may lie between (which may range from' solid walls to open

uninterrupted space) focal persons and colleagues,

Before abandoning these variables, therefore, more sensitive measures

might be cchisidered and tested. Such a perspective seems especially appropriate

since the research to date as cited earlier in the work of Bass (1960) and

Monge and Kirste (1975) clearly suggests the potential value of examining

the relationships of these constructs to interpersonal commiunication within

organizations,



Factors influencing...

TABLE 1

Colleagues' Ratings of Focal Persons'
Communication Style, Credibility and the Consequences

(N - 578)

Coefficient Convergent

Rating of Focal Person By Colleague Mean Alpha Validity

Communication Style

Open-and-Two Way 5.66 .86 .42
Careful Listener 6.91 .93 .65
Informal 6.54 .90 .47

Careful Transmitter 6.03 .91 .44
m-rank 6.27 .88 .50
3cief and Concise 7.04 .94 .55

Credibility

Trustworthy 7.01 .92 .49
Informative 7.05 .93 .57
Dynamic 6.82 .88 .59

Consequences

Role Clarity (of colleague) 7.08 .94 .35
Effectiveuess of Relations with VP 4.76 .81 .45
Job/Role Satisfaction of Colleague 5.27 .87 .30
Satisfaction with Focal Person 6.02 .98 .47

I~i~IiL~~~- -- -- i
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Factors Influencing Communication Style...

TABLE 3

"VARIMAX ROTATED FACTOR MATRIX

,.2 1
I II III IV V VI VII h

Dist. Form Fad. Soc. Cont. Fam. Form
Measures of Distance Comm. Comm. Acl. Dist. Pot. Frq. Sub• .

(1) Organizational -04 17 0s, 18 22 -01 29 21
(2) Physical 74_ 08 09 04 03 -13 01 58

Personal Proximity

(3) Familiarity 02 -02 54 -09 -04 55 -11 62
(4) Acquaintanceship 03 03 66 -06 00 -01 -08 44
(5) Frequency Interaction -07 -02 02 04 05 68 10 49

Social Distance

(6) Age Difference 04 00 07 .10 00 02 05 17
(7) Sex Difference 00 03 -06 52 02 00 03 28

(8) Education Difference 00 00 -06 47- 10 -02 -05 24

S~ Contact Possibilities

(9) Department Size 12 -06 15 12 02 03 03 06it (10) Workgroup Size 00 -07 14 03 43 -07 09 23
(11) No. Persons Reporting -06 -13 00 19 2_4 10 00 13
(12) Mobility 04 11 -20 01 64 09 04 474•! • Medium

(13) % Written -04 82 -03 -05 -04 -06 33 80

(14) % Face-to-Face -26 -57 00 -04 00 -01 18 43
SI (15) % Telephone 86 09 -01 -01 -04 02 00 75

Subject

(16) % Job Related 03 00 -12 -01 00 06 61 39

With 575 df, p '.01 when r - .11 (in italics); decimals omitted

*Factor loadings underlined indicate item and weighting used in constructing scale

for path analysis.

!-1, .- '
.. --AA

:|' .



Factors Influencing Communication Style...

TABLE 4

RELATIONS BETWEEN MEASURES OF DISTANCE, CONTACT POSSIBILITIES
MEDIUM, SUBJECT, DERIVED FACTORS, AND FOCAL PERSON'S COMMUNICATION STYLES

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Careful Two--Way Careful Brief

Measures of Distance Presentation Comm. Frank Listener Concise Informal
(1) Organizational 11 01 06 09 09 -02
(2) Physical 02 05 00 07 00 04

Personal Proximity
(3) Familiarity C9 17 04 07 02 13
(4) Acquaintanceship -09 02 01 00 -07 02
(5) Frequency Interaction 00 15 06 -01 04 04

Social Distance
(6) Age Difference 04 05 00 02 04 00
(7) Sex Difference -05 -05 -02 -02 -01 03
(8) Educational Difference 04 -12 -06 -07 -01 -02

Contact Possibilities
(9) Department Size 03 06 -03 06 00 10

(10) Workgroup Size 03 -02 02 -13 00 01
(11) No. Persons Reporting 05 -01 -03 11 11 03
(12) Mobility 00 -06 06 -04 12 -02

Medium
(13) % Written 00 -04 00 01 01 -08
(14) % Face-to-Face 03 12 02 06 05 07
(15) % Group -02 -03 04 00 -02 02
(16) % Telephone 03 07 02 05 00 00

Subject
(17) % Job -03 11 04 04 09 01
(18) Organizational -03 11 03 03 09 01
(19) Personal/Social -01 -05 -01 -02 -06 05

Derived Factors
(i) %'A t--at Communication 03 07 02 07 -01 02
(2) % Formal Communication 03 04 01 05 06 -04
(3) Familiarity due to length

of acquaintanceship -01 10 03 03 04 09
(4) Social Distance -03 -07 -03 -03 00 01
(5) Contact Potential 04 -05 -05 -06 11 00
(6) Familiarity due inter-

action frequency 05 19 06 03 04 10
(7) % Formal Subject -02 10 04 06 08 00

With 575 df, p <.Ol when r - .11 (in italics) decimals omitted



Factors Itfluencing Communication Styles.. .

TABLE 5

RELATIONS BETWEEN MEASURES OF DISTANCE, CONTACT POSSIBILITIES
MEDIUM, SUBJECT, DERIVED FACTORS, AND FOCAL PERSON'S CREDIBILITY

Credibility
Trustworthy pR~ ir•Dyamic

Measures of Distance

(1) Organizational 04 12 09

(2) Physical 08 01 02

Personal Proximity
(3) Familiarity 21 22 15
(4) Acquaintanceship 00 09 04

(5) Frequency Interaction 06 10 15

Soci._al Distance
(6) Age Difference -02 00 00

(7) Sex Difference 04 -07 -12

(8) Educational Differance 00 -08 -06

Contact Possibilities
(9) Department Size 10 -11 -12

(10) Workgroup Size -11 06 00
(11) No. Persons Reporting -02 -04 -05
(12) Mobility -13 00 06

MediLum
(13) % Written -06 00 09
(14) Z Face-to-Face 07 04 -04

! (15) % Group -04 -04 -01

(16) % Telephone 05 04 02

1Subject

(17) % Job Related 01 11 05
(18) % Organizational 01 10 05
(19) % Personal/Social 02 -14 -10

Derived Factors
(1) % Distant Communication 07 03 03

(2) % Formal Communication 01 04 07
(3) Familiarity due to length

of acquaintanceship 11 18 11
(4) Social Distance 02 -08 -09
(5) Contact Potential -14 02 02

(6) Familiarity due inter-action frequency 15 19 19
(7) % Formal Subject 00 10 11 41

With 575 df, p A .01 when r - .11 (in italics); decimals omitted

~i.

4J



Factors Infulencing Communicatiotkn ty1e...

TABLE 6

RELATIONS BETWEEN MEASURES OF DISTANCE, CONTACT POSSIBILITIES
MEDIUM, SUBJECT, DERIVED FACTORS, AND COLLEAGUE CONSEQUENCES

Role Satis W Job Eff.
Measu~es of Distance Clarity FP Satis Rel.

(1) Organizational 13 08 11 07
(2) Physical 07 05 10 01

?ersonal Proximity
(3) Familiarity 12 24 09 27
(4) Acquaintanceship 01 05 04 09
(5) Frequency Interaction 03 12 04 17

Social Distance
(6) Age Difference 03 00 00 00
(7) Sex Difference 00 -03 01 -05
(8) Educational Difference 07 -04 -04 -04

Contact Possibilities
(9) Department Size 00 00 03 00

(10) Workgroup Size 00 -05 -03 -02
(11) No. Persons Reporting 03 04 -04 00
(1i2) Mobility 09 01 03 02

Medium
(13) % Written 10 01 09 02
(14) % Face-to-Face 00 02 -05 00
(15) % Group -04 00 -02 01
(16) % Telephone 07 03 13 03

Subject
(17) % Job Related 01 03 10 -01
(18) % Organizational 01 03 09 00
(19) % Personal/Social 00 -02 -23 -03

Derived Factors
(1) % Distant Communication 08 04 14 02
(2) % Formal Communication 11 03 06 02
(3) Familiarity du, to length

of e:cquaintanceship J7 17 08 21
(4) Social Distance 06 -03 -01 -05
(5) Contact Potential 07 -01 -01 00
(6) Familiarity due inter-

action frequency 08 21 08 26
(7) % Formal Subject 08 03 11 02

With 575 df, p < .01 when r = .11 (in italics); decimals omitted
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